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Food Literacy 
By Helen A Vidgen BAppSc (HEc), Grad Dip Nut&Diet, PhD, APD 
The term  ‘food  literacy’  is  increasingly being used to describe the knowledge, skills and behaviours 
needed to feed yourself.  In the last five years the use of this specific term has more than tripled in 
the  literature.    The  term  is  now  commonly  used  in  food  and  nutrition  policy  (Department  of 
Agriculture  Fisheries  and  Forestries,  2013; Glickman, Parker,  Sim, Del Valle Cook, & Miller,  2012; 
Vandenbroeck, Goossens, & Clemens, 2007) and by a range of different industries, including, health, 
education and sustainable agriculture (Colatruglio, 2015; Piscopo, 2015; Voget­Kleschin, 2014).  This 
article will look at what has led to the emergence of this term and then go on to define it based on 
the authors own PhD  research which  involved  two  studies, one of  food experts and one of 16­25 
year olds which aimed to identify the components of food literacy. 
Eating is an everyday event that is part of everyone’s lives.  While this seems a fairly unremarkable 
statement  to  make,  it  is  important  to  ponder  because  it  means  that  what  we  eat  changes  in 
response to the changes in the world around us.  These changes can be at the individual (e.g. I don’t 
feel like eating that tonight), household (e.g. my parents have separated and dad has no idea how to 
cook!), community  (e.g. a new  fruit and veg  shop had opened  just down  the  road), national  (e.g. 
there has been a cyclone in north Queensland so bananas are really expensive) and global level (e.g. 
free trade agreements have opened up markets to global multinational  food companies).   There  is 
also a reciprocity in our response to these changes, which means the change goes both ways, that is, 
what we do  also  changes  the world around us.    Several  commentators  talk  about a  gastronomic 
revolution (Bifulco & Caruso, 2007), a culinary skills transition (Lang & Caraher, 2001), an industrial 
eater (Berry, 1990) and a passive consumer (Begley & Gallegos, 2010), and while it is true that there 
have  been  significant  changes  in  how,  what,  when  and  with  whom  we  eat,  it  is  important  to 
acknowledge  that  individuals, households, communities, nations and global  factors, have all had a 
part in shaping that.   
One of  the  reasons  that  there  is  so much  concern and  interest  in what we are eating  is  that  the  
nutritional  quality  of  people’s  diets  is  getting  poorer  and  the  way  in  which  food  is  produced, 
distributed  and  sold  is  ecologically unsustainable.    For  the  first  time, diet  is now  the  leading  risk 
factor contributing to the burden of disease in Australia (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 
2014).  Contemporary nutrition policies and plans throughout the world have begun to acknowledge 
the  need  to  connect  nutrition  recommendations  with  the  everyday  practicalities  of  eating 
(International Union of Nutrition Sciences, 2005).  The term ‘food  literacy’ has emerged to attempt 
to  describe  a  set  of  knowledge,  skills  and  behaviours  needed  to  practically  meet  nutrition 
recommendations.  This has mirrored more popular public commentators on food and eating such as 
Jamie Oliver, Stephanie Alexander and Michelle Obama. 
Defining  food  is  a  useful  way  to  begin  to  define  food  literacy.    In  2014,  a  group  of  peak  non­
government organisations that advise the United Nations prepared the following definition ahead of 
the second International Congress on Nutrition.  
It is our common understanding that food is the expression of values, cultures, 
social relations and people’s self­determination, and that the act of feeding 
oneself and others embodies our sovereignty, ownership and empowerment.  
When nourishing oneself and eating with one’s family, friends, and community, 
we reaffirm our cultural identities, our ownership over our life course and our 
human dignity.  Nutrition is foundational for personal development and essential 
to overall wellbeing. (p2. (Public Interest Civil Society Organisations, 2014) 
This definition acknowledges the multiple dimensions of food and eating and the roles that it plays in 
the lives of individuals, households, communities, nations and globally.   
Food literacy is defined as 
The scaffolding that empowers individuals, households, communities or nations 
to protect diet quality through change and strengthen dietary resilience over 
time. It is a collection of inter­related knowledge, skills and behaviours required to 
plan and manage, select, prepare and eat food to meet needs and determine 
intake. (Vidgen & Gallegos, 2014) 
Both definitions highlight the empowerment and the importance of the ability to control and 
determine your food intake. 
Eleven components of food literacy have been identified.  These fall into four domains of planning 
and management; selection; preparation and eating.  They help to further describe food literacy.  
They are presented in the table below: 
Domain Component (food literacy is the ability to…) 
1. Planning and 
Management 
1.1 Prioritise time and money for food 
1.2 Plan food intake (formally and informally) so that food can be 
regularly accessed through some source, irrespective of changes in 
circumstances or environment 
1.3 Make feasible food decision which balance food needs (eg. 
Nutrition, taste, hunger) with available resources (e.g. time, money, 
skills, equipment) 
2. Selection 2.1 Access food through multiple sources and know the advantages 
and disadvantages of these sources 
2.2 Determine what is in a food product, where it came from, how 
to store it and use it 
2.3 Judge the quality of food 
3. Preparation 3.1 Make a good tasting meal from whatever is available.  This 
includes being able to prepare commonly available foods, efficiently 
use common pieces of kitchen equipment and having a sufficient 
repertoire of skills to adapt recipes (written or unwritten) to 
experiment with food and ingredients 
3.2 Apply the basic principles of safe food hygiene and handling 
4. Eating 4.1 Understand food has an impact on personal wellbeing 
4.2 Demonstrate self­awareness of the need to personally balance 
food intake.  This includes knowing food to include for good health, 
foods to restrict for good health and appropriate portion size and 
frequency 
4.3 Join in and eat in a social way 
Each of these components relate to each other.  Food literacy is described as a scaffolding because it 
is acknowledged that while it is an important structural support for healthy eating, it is not sufficient 
on its own to build a healthy diet.  Other, well established factors such as the food supply and the 
social determinants of health continue to be critical (Marmot & Wilkinson, 2006; Reisch, Eberle, & 
Lorek, 2013).  The symbol of scaffolding is also used to describe that individuals may be stronger in 
some components and weaker in others.  The relationship between food literacy and healthy eating 
will be strongest when all components are strong but still be well supported even when only some 
components are.   
The nature of each component, its relative importance to healthy eating and its relationship to other 
components will be contextually driven.  In other words, it will depend on the social, cultural, 
economic and geographical environment people are in.  For example, in one of the studies used to 
develop this definition and the components, interviews were conducted with young people across a 
range of levels of disadvantage.  Some people were homeless, some had just come of homelessness, 
juvenile detention or some other hardship in their lives and were heading back into school and 
getting a job, some had a job and had completed school but lived disadvantaged areas and then 
university graduates with a job and living in wealthy areas were interviewed.   
For each of these groups the components of food literacy were the same but how they were enacted 
in their day to day lives looked different.  For example, component 2.1 about knowing your food 
sources, one girl who was homeless talked about some soup kitchen places only being open during 
the week, not weekends and the different types of food they served, she then used food vouchers or 
the money she got from begging to buy foods on weekends and she balanced her diet so that she 
could eat from all of the food groups based her different food sources i.e. what these agencies 
served and what she could buy.  A school leaver who worked casually in a service station and lived in 
a share house talked about shopping at different places and at different times of the week and day 
when he knew the prices would be lower to balance his food budget and still be able to get a range 
of foods.  A business graduate who was living in a wealthy inner city suburb close to cafes and 
restaurants talked about the nutritional quality of the different restaurants and ready­to­eat 
supermarket meals available to him at these different outlets and balancing these to help maintain 
the quality of his diet.  For each of these people, their food literacy has empowered them to protect 
their diet quality through change.  In these examples related to this selection component, the 
relationship to other components such as planning and management and preparation is also clear.  
For example, the homeless lady is very cleverly working within the limited foods and equipment that 
are available to her (component 3.1) while also balancing a range of food needs and making feasible 
decisions based on this (component 1.3).  However, it is unlikely that this knowledge and skills alone 
will be able to give her the potential diet quality of her less disadvantaged counterparts.  This is why 
it is important to continue to include other well established risk and protective factors for health in 
efforts to address food literacy. 
Defining food literacy helps to improve our understanding of what knowledge, skills and behaviours 
are needed to meet nutrition recommendations.  Working to develop food literacy is likely to have 
lots of other benefits beyond healthy eating such as environmental sustainability, social 
connectedness and food security. 
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